THE OBSEQUIES

story, of paternal anger, poverty endured with dignity, parts learned in
a fireless room, and of the kind friend who knew what it meant., who
had undergone it herself and who did what she could to help.

"Touching, most touching" said Lucien Maublanc, nodding his head.
"Has she got talent?"

"Yes, a lot. But of course she's only beginning. I can assure you
she lives only for her art."

"Pretty, well brought up, talented, determined/* Maublanc repeated.
"You think she should be helped? Is she a good girl?"

Anny Feret was not the least embarrassed by his enquiring gaze.

"Oh, a very good girl, too much so even," she replied. "I don't
know of her going with anyone. She's as chaste and shy as can be."

"Excellent, excellent," he said, "that's how it should be."

He signed to the waiter and sent him over to the table where the
little Dual was sitting. After a brief colloquy, the waiter came back,
saying that the lady had replied: "No!"

"There, what did I tell you?" Anny exclaimed triumphantly. "Look,
I'll go and fetch her myself or she'll never come."

Without waiting for the result of the second attempt, the waiter put a
fresh bottle in the ice-bucket.

The redhead arrived, distant, reserved, discreet. Sitting between
Anny and Maublanc, she listened to the latter uttering a series of
platitudinous remarks about the theatre; she sipped her champagne
delicately. Soon she felt a starched curl moving along her thigh and
large fingers endeavouring to imprison her knee. She moved her leg
away. Maublanc glanced at Anny to indicate his satisfaction and,
advancing his hand once more, allowed it to rest on her dress.

"Oh, very, very thin," he said with a falsely paternal air. "You must
eat, eat properly/'

The girl gave him a wicked look which he took for one more sign of
modesty,

"Excellent, excellent, that's just as it should be! Gome on, have
some more to drink."

His eyes were bright. Sitting with the two women, having drunk
more than a bottle of champagne already, he was beginning to feel
happy. People at the other tables looked at him from time to time
through the heavy, smoky atmosphere and whispered to each other:
"Look at the old rake over there." Lulu Maublanc accepted their
glances as admiring, and looked thoroughly satisfied.

The violinist, having saluted him on his entry, now came up, feow
held high, violin dangling from his fingers, a handkerchief at his
neck.

45